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RICHARDSON READS
THE RENAISSANCE
The Use of
Renaissance Narrative Theory
in the
Novels and Prefaces
Elaine Anderson Phillips

hroughout his career, Samuel Richardson rejected
suggestions that he was influenced hy earlier French
novelists or by the English novelists of the first
quarter of the eighteenth century. Indeed, Richardson was so displeased
by William Warburton's preface to Volumes III and IV of Clarissa that
he never included it in the second and third editions. Warburton
intended to trace the history and development of prose fiction, as
Pierre-Daniel Huet had done in his preface to Madame de Lafayette's
Zaide (1670). In summari2ing the progress French fiction writers had
made in the preceding century, Warburton writes:
(

In these voluminous extravagances [the French heroic
romances] Ijove and Honour supplied the place of Life and
Manners. But the over-refinement of Platonic sentiments
always sinks into the dross and feces of that Passion. For in
attempting a more natural representation of it, in the little
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amatory Novels, which succeeded these heavier Volumes
tho' the Writers avoided the dryness of the Spanish Intrigue,
and the extravagance of the French Heroism, yet, by too
natural a representation of their Subject, they opened the
door to a worse evil than a corruption of Taste",and that was,
A corruption of Heart.

According to Warburton, the seventeenth-century French fiction
writers had created either too idealistic or too realistic representations
of human nature. Only in his century did the French hit on the happy
medium of creating a "faithful and chaste copy of real Ufe and Man
ners." While intending to compliment Richardson, Warburton offended
him by claiirdng that "It was on this sensible Plan, that the Author of
the following Sheets attempted to please."^
Richardson disagreed with the claim that contemporary French
writers such as Prevost and Marivaux influenced his fiction. In a letter
to Warburton, Richardson offered only qualified thanks for the preface:
"Then as to what you are pleased to hint, that I pursued in my former
Piece the excellent Plan fallen upon lately by the French Writers, I
would only observe that all that know me, know, that I am not
acquainted in the least either with the French Language or Writers; And
that it was Chance and not Skill or Learning, that made me fall into this
way of Scribbling."^ In an earlier letter to his physician. Dr. George
Cheyne, Richardson had also maintained that his work had nothing in
common with French literature: "I must own I am so great an Enemy
to the French Marvellous, that I only aimed to give the Piece \Pamla II\
such a Variety, as should be consistent with Probability."^ Richardson
associated the "French" not only with improbability but also with
moral irresponsibility.
His attempts to dissociate himself from the French tradition
served a number of purposes: Richardson wished to appear an
untutored genius (a concept that his friend Edward Young popularized
in Conjectures on Original Compositioti)", he desired to differentiate himself
' William Warburton, "Preface to Volume III of Clarissa Harlosve, 1748," in Noveland Romance
1700—1S00: A Documentaty Record,ed. Joan Williams (New York: Barnes & Noble,1970), 123.
' Samuel Richardson to William Warburton, 19 April 1748, in Tie Selected Letters of Samuel
Richardson, ed.John A. Carroll (Oxford: Clarendon University Press, 1964), 85-86
' Richardson to George Cheyne, 1742, in Selected Letters, 54.
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from unsavory predecessors such as Daniel Defoe and EU2a Haywood;
and he wanted to present his work as purely English, owing no debt to
foreign influences. Despite these protests, however, Richardson's
epistolary fictions and theories about fiction reveal his knowledge of
the tropes and figures conventional to the romances and to the older
epistolary fictions and novels of intrigue popular in his youth.'* Far
from being an uneducated bourgeois businessman who stumbled into
writing novels, Richardson is well informed about past and current
literary criticism. In fact, he relies on Renaissance and neoclassical
theories, particularly those of Sir Philip Sidney and Madeleine de
Scudery, to distance himself from earlier fiction writers. Richardson coopts the very arguments traditionally used to defend the romance to
denigrate it and elevate his own work instead. In so doing, he creates
a distinct mode of literary authority, based on a combination of native
genius and light learning, which offers an apparent contrast to the
older, now unfashionable mode of "immoral" foreign literature.
Richardson's redefinition of literary authority was facilitated by the
popularity of critical prefaces in the period. As Margaret Anne Doody
notes, "from the fifteenth century to the age of Prevost, Fielding, and
Richardson, the preface(s) of a novel had constituted the locus where
critical dialogue had been carried on and critical argument made."' The
burgeoning interest in critical prefaces during the seventeenth and
eighteenth century resulted from the conflict between writers who
adhered to neoclassical theories and those who embraced the modern,
the popular, and the commonplace. On the one hand, neoclassical
literary theory gave fiction writers a critical vocabulary, as well as a
claim to illustrious classical precedents in the epic poem and the
tragedy. On the other hand, neoclassicists were hostile toward prose
fiction and saw it as an illegitimate literary form, an irregular novelty
that dealt with trivial issues and appealed to the uneducated. The
neoclassical hostility toward prose fiction ensured that it became
identified with modern tastes and literary criticism. The tension
between neoclassicism and modernity in turn encouraged prose writers
to generate criticism that would establish their genre as a legitimate art.
•* See Margaret Anne Doody, A Natural Passion: A Stsufy of the Novels of Samuel Pichardson
(Oxford: Oxford University Press,1974), lS-23.
' Margaret Anne Doody, The TrueStosyiftheNovel(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press,
1996), 277.
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One of the issues confronting early modern prose fiction writers
and critics was the role that fiction played in their culture. Renaissance
critics had favored Horace's dictum that literature instruct and delight.
In his Discorso intorno al comporre dei romansj (1549; published 1554),
Giambattista Giraldi Cinthio states that in romances "the fable should
be founded upon one or more illustrious actions, which the poet may
imitate suitably with pleasant language, to teach men honest life and
good customs."® Yet the treatise concerns mainly the delightful, rather
than the instructive, components of the romance. To Cinthio, for
example, original material is the most delightful subject for a romance
because of its novelty (12). Furthermore, Cinthio encourages poets to
include multiple actions in romances, since such diversity "carries with
it the variety that is the spice of delight" (23). Of course novelty and
variety, like graceful and appropriate language, are a means to the end
of instruction. These aspects of the work secure the readers' goodwill
and their receptiveness to the poet's patterns of virtue. Cinthio's
emphasis on means rather than ends, however, assumes a sophisticated
audience, interested in the pleasures that poetic invention provides
rather than the lessons that it advocates.
Cinthio's treatise proved very influential. Sir Philip Sidney's Defence
of Poetry (1583; published 1595), for example, echoes Cinthio in claiming
that the greatest poets are those "which most properly do imitate to
teach and delight, and to imitate borrow nothing of what is, hath been,
or shall be, but range, only reined with learned discretion, into the
divine consideration of what may be and should be."^ Like Cinthio,
Sidney favors invention over imitation, and argues that poetry, because
it delights, teaches more effectively than philosophy or history.
However, unlike Cinthio, who discusses at length the choice of rhyme
scheme and poetic diction, Sidney includes in his definition of poetry
"many most excellent poets that never versified"; in other words,
prose, such as Xenophon's Cyropaedia, is as capable of delightful
instruction as verse (81). Sidney's inclusiveness enabled later romance

' Giambattista Giraldi Cinthio, Giraldi Cinthio on Romances, trans. Henry L. Snuggs (Lexington:
University of Kentucky Press, 1968), 9. Further references to this work will be indicated
parenthetically.
' Sir Philip Sidney, Drfence of Poetiy, in Miscellaneous Prose of Sir Philip Sidny, ed. Katherine
Duncan-Jones andJan Van Dorsten (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), 81. Further references
to this work will be indicated parenthetically.
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and novel writers to assert that they had followed the precepts of
classical literary theory, and so to claim for their works the status of
serious literature despite neodassicist criticism. Fiction wnters thus
used the idea that prose fiction instructs while it delights to deflect an
emergent hostility to their genre.
In their emphasis on the readers' pleasure. Renaissance writers
never forget that fiction should instruct; unlike eighteenth-century
writers, however, they assumed that readers wiU have enough inherent
moral sense to interpret tales correctly. Sixteenth- and seventeenthcentury writers of prose fiction believed that their examples of vice and
virtue were powerful enough to induce readers to shun the former and
emulate the latter. Indeed, they assume that they could spend equal, if
not more, time in their prefaces detailing the pleasures that readers will
find in their texts. In The Palace of Pleasure (1566), for example, William
Painter enumerates the delights that await the reader:
Pleasaunt they be, for that they recreate, and refreshe wetied
mindes... occasioning them to sunne and auoid heauinesse of
minde, vaine fantasies, and idel cogitations... .The sad shal be
discharged of heauinesse, the angrei and choleticke purged,
the pleasaunt mainteined in mirthe, the whole furnished with
disporte, and the sicke appaysed of griefe.®
The idea of recreation is here closely connected to that of purgation; to
delight, in Painter's view, is a profitable business. He addresses this
functional aspect more direcdy when he assures us that the histories
show "what glotie, honour and preferment eche man attaineth by good
desert, what feUcite, by honest attempts, what good successe, laudable
enterprises do bring to the coragious." Painter also includes admonitory
stories of "the tragical ends of them that unhappely do attempt
practises vicious and horrible."'As these examples suggest, the concept
of poetic justice, if not the term, informs Painter's explanation of the
tales' usefulness. This concept is also key to Sidney's Defence of Poetry.
"For indeed poetry ever sets virtue so out in her best colours, making

' William Painter, The Palace of Pleasure, ed. Joseph Jacob, 3 vols. (New York: Dover
Publications, 1966), 1:13.
' Painter, 1: 11.

332

1650-1850

Fortune her well-waiting handmaid, that one must needs be enamored
of her... .And of the contrary part, if evil men come to the stage, they
ever go out.. .so manacled as they litde animate folks to follow them"
(90). Both Painter and Sidney take the instructive aspect of literature to
be self-e\ident; given the proper poetic examples, audiences will learn
to embrace virtue and shun vice.
As the seventeenth century progressed, the claim that tales
qualified as didactic because they included models of virtue and vice
failed fully to satisfy skeptics. Accordingly, writers became eager to
articulate the logic of their portrayals, to demonstrate more precisely
how their work instructed readers. Prefaces like the ones to Moll
Flanders and Clarissa claim instruction, and not pleasure, as the purpose
of these novels. The anxiety that contemporary moral arbiters ex
pressed about the moral effect of fiction apparently influenced writers,
who now used prefaces to defend the moral utility of prose fiction.
Certainly, the discussions of neoclassical critics about the concepts of
unity and probability reveal a great deal of anxiety about the moral
effect of literature.
To neoclassical critics, unity of time, place, and action were
necessary in order to create the illusion of reality, or vraisemblance.
Vraisemblance and probability served a didactic function: readers would
not heed a fiction's moral if they did not accept the fiction as a possible
reflection of their reality. A work that aims at vraisemblance, however,
should not just portray people as they are but also as they should be. As
Sidney wrote in The Defence of Poetry, poets strive to represent an ideal,
not a particular, individualized figure; poets create "not only to make
a Cyrus, which had been but a particular excellency as nature might
have done, but to bestow a Cyrus upon the world to make many
Cyruses, if they will learn aright why and how that maker made him"
(79). Cyrus is a model of characterization for other writers and an ideal
ruler for readers to emulate. According to this way of thinking, creating
characters who are heightened examples of virtue is both plausible and
desirable.
Richardson's ideas about probability, vraisemblance and didacticism
resemble those found in Madeleine de Scudery's preface to Ibrahim, ou
I'lllustre Bassa (1641). To Scudery, vraisemblance is a "charming beguiler"
that creates the illusion of reality to seduce readers into emotional
involvement with the fiction. Therefore, she claims, "to give a more
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true resemblance to things, I have made the foundations of my work
Historical], my principal] personages such as are marked out in the true
History of illustrious persons."^" By basing her fiction on historical
events and personages, Scudery uses history as a check on invention
and a further claim on the reader's credulity.
Like Scudery, and for much the same reasons, Richardson claims
a historical basis for his fictions. He introduces Pamela (1740) as a
collection of letters "which have their Foundation in Truth and
Nature."" Richardson reaffirms the facticity of his account in the
sequel to Pamela, he cannot, he assures us, reveal the originals for his
characters because "the story has its foundation in truth" and so he had
to "vary and disguise some facts and circumstances, as also the names
of persons, places, &c."'^ By stating that his work was based on actual
people and events, Richardson attempts to distinguish it from the
fiction that he thinks improbable and uninstructive.
In both Clarissa and Sir Charles Grandison, Richardson creates
characters who fit the Renaissance and neoclassical definitions of
vraisemblance—they portray human nature as it should be, not as it is.
Richardson quotes from Rene Rapin's Reflexions sur la poetique in his
postscript to Clarissa, so he knows that Rapin privileges "probability"
over truth, since "truth represents things only as they are, but probabil
ity renders them as they ought to be."" Rapin echoes Sidney's assertion
concerning poetry's idactic superiority to history: "But the history,
being captived to the truth of a foolish world, is many times a terror
from well-doing, and an encouragement to unbridled wickedness" (90).
With these ideas in mind, Richardson defends his hero in the "Con
cluding Note" to The History of Sir Charles Grandison against critics who
believe that he is unrealistically virtuous. Richardson asserts that Sir
Charles Grandison "performs no one action which it is not in the

Madeline de Scudery, Ibrahim, ou lUlustre Bassa (1641), trans. Henry Cogan (1652), A4.
Further references to this work wiU be indicated parenthetically.
" Richardson, "Preface by the Editor," in Pamela, ed. T. C. Duncan Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1971), 3.
Richardson, Pamela (London: J. M. Dent, 1914), 2: vii-viii.
" Rene Rapin, PJflexions sur la poetique (1674), trans. Thomas Rymer, in The ContinentalModel:
S elected Trench CriticalEssays ofthe Seventeenth Century,in English Translation, ed. Scott Elledge and
Donald Schier (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1970), 288.
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power of any man in his situation to perform."'"* In other words. Sir
Charles does not behave as most people would behave—he behaves as
they should behave. Richardson does not omit cruel and unpleasant
characters and situations from his novels—that would not represent a
true picture of life—^but he feels responsible for instructing his readers
in moral behavior by punishing the bad and rewarding the good.
Like vraisemhlance, probability is a critical issue in the neoclassical
debate about literature. Probability refers to the invention of an
original, yet plausible, series of events and actions. Each incident
should bear on the plot's unity; writers who load adventures willy-nilly
on top of each other forget the overarching action of their romance
and strain the reader's belief." Probability also helps make fiction
superior to history, because it does for actions what vraisemhlance does
for characters.'^ Unlike history, for example, fiction can recast events
to make them morally and aesthetically satisfying to the reader. In order
for this to succeed, however, the action must seem coherent and
realistic. By rendering fictitious events possible, probability encourages
audience members to identify with characters and to make the proper
moral distinctions. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century prose fiction
writers accordingly strove to create incidents that would be believable
to their audiences. The emergence of Cartesian philosophy, the "new
science," and Lockean empiricism, which created an ever-narrower
view of probable "reality," complicated this process. In 1685, Charles
Saint-Evremond declared that "the genius of our age is quite opposite
to this spirit of fables and false mysteries. We love plain truth; good
sense has gained ground upon the illusions of fancy, and nothing
satisfies us nowadays but solid reason.""' To respond to such tastes,
writers of prose fiction had to conform to ever-narrowing definitions
of probability. They tried to find the marvelous in the empirical world.
Scudery, for example, states that "the more naturall adventures are, the
" Richardson, The Histoty of Sir Charks Grandison, ed. Jocelyn Harris (Oxford; Oxford
University Press, 1972), 7: 464.
" Scud&y writes in the preface to Ibrahim, that "my Heros [sic] is not oppressed with such a
prodigious quantity of accidents, as arrive unto some others, for that according to my sense,
the same is so far from true resemblance, the ^e of no man having ever been so crost' (A5, my
emphasis).
" Rapin, Reflexions, 288.
" Charles Saint-Evremond,"Miscellaneous Essays by Monsieur St. Evremond," trans. Pierre
Desmaizeaux (1728), in Elledge and Schier, 134.
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more satisfaction they give; and the ordinary course of the Sun seemes
more mervailous to me, than the Strange and deadly rayes of Comets"
(A5). She ridicules writers who string battles, pirates, and shipwrecks
together haphazardly for their violations of the rules of probability and
unity, "for the life of no man having ever been so crost" (A5). Since
shipwrecks do happen in life, however, they can appear in fiction, as
long as they are well-managed and used to forward the plot, not just to
amaze readers.
, To Richardson, "prohahihty" requires believable action and
beUevable character. He defends his use of minute details about dates,
settings, dress, and appearance as necessary to "maintain that Air of
Probability, which is necessary to he maintained in a Story designed to
represent real Life."'® He also uses the idea of "probability" in his
defense of Clarissa's character:
Some there are, and Ladies too! who have supposed that the
excellencies of the Heroine are carried to an improbable, and
even an impracticable height, in this History. But the educa
tion of Clarissa from early childhood ought to be considered, as
one of her very great advantages;... It must he confessed, that
we are not to look for Clarissa's among the constantfrequenters,
of Ranelagh and Vaux-hall, nor among those who may be
called Daughters of the Card-table. If we do, the character of our
Heroine may then indeed be justiy thought not only improba
ble, but unattainable."
Richardson argues that individual experience not only shapes
character, but also perceptions of what is realistic and probable. People
who have never known a woman with Clarissa's virtues will obviously
find her hard to believe. According to Richardson, however, that does
not mean women like Clarissa do not exist. His fiction intends to show
readers that such human goodness is probable, and therefore worthy
of emulation.
In order to elucidate Aristode's statement on the purpose of
tragedy, neoclassical critics and dramatists describe how the purgation

'Richardson,"Postscript" to Clarissa Harhaie(Oxford: Shakespeare Head Press,1930), 8:328.
" Richardson, "Postscript," 8: 328-29.
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of fear and pity helps spectators in their civic lives. Pierre Corneille and
John Dryden, for example, reconcile the emotional release of catharsis
•with moralinstruction by emphasizing that tragedy should depict -virtue
as admirable and -vice as repulsive, no matter who triumphs at the play's
end.^ Both dramatists argue that an alternative form of tragedy
(mentioned by Aristotle), depicting -virtue rewarded and -vice punished,
teaches audiences more effectively than one that shows virtue appar
ently defeated (for example, Oedipus Rex or Kifi£ Lear) or -vice trium
phant (for example, Medea). For Jean-Fran9ois Sarasin, catharsis allows
spectators to "mould the passions and to lead them to that perfect
philosophical reasonableness" that will in turn produce rational, serene
lives.^' Like his fellow neoclassical drama critics, Sarasin wants the
feelings of pity and fear to have some didactic value for spectators.
Ever eager to appropriate the arguments of others for their own
purposes, seventeenth-century fiction writers relied on this idea of
poetic justice to boost the moral stature of their own works. Scudery's
preface to Ibrahim clarifies the connection between vraisemhlance, poetic
justice, and moral instruction:
And if from true resemblance, and inclination, expressed by
words, wee will pass unto manners, goe from the pleasant to
the profitable, and from delight to example.. .here vertue is
seen to bee alwaies recompenced, and -vice alwaies punished,
if he that hath followed his owne unruliness hath not a just
and sensible repentance obtained grace from Heaven. (A6)
According to Scudery, to observe vraisemhlance means to portray
characters and manners realistically enough to delight readers and
ideally enough to present good examples. She holds that when
examples of -virtue are rewarded in a plausible fashion, they further
con-vince readers to emulate virtue and scorn -vice.

Pierre Corneille, "Discours de I'utilite et des parties du poane dramatique," in Writings on
the Theatre, ed. H. T. Barnwell (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,1965), 5-6; and John Dryden,"Heads
of an Answer to Rymer," in Of DramaticToey and Other Critical Esstffs, ed. George Watson, 2
vols (London: J.M. Dent & Sons: 1962), 1: 213.
" Corneille, "Discours surla tragedie des trois unites" (1660), trans. Donald Schier, in Elledge
and Schier, 57.
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Poetic justice becomes a problematic concept for later critics and
writers because it seems at odds with a more empirical view of reality.
Joseph Addison, for example, criticizes the English stage's use of poetic
justice in SpectatorNo. 40. Addison sees the dramatic device lulling an
audience into complacency rather than moving it to compassion:
"Whatever Crosses and Disappointments a good Man suffers in the
Body of the Tragedy, they wiU make but small Impression on Our
Minds, when we know that, in the last Act he is to arrive at the End of
his Wishes and Desires."^ According to this view, poetic justice can
thwart fiction's didactic purpose if it prevents the audience from
achieving emotional engagement. On the other hand, fiction that
portrays life "as it is" with evil triumphant and good defeated might
provoke readers to despair at injustice or to emulate evil in order to
succeed.
The demand that fiction be both realistic and morally instructive
contributes to the schism in eighteenth-century narrative theory. A
century after Scudery's preface to Ibrahim,Samuel Johnson stiU expects
fiction to fulfill its didactic purpose by providing reliable exempla and
conforming to principles of poetic justice. Although he acknowledges
that the "new" novel is a more realistic and entertaining version of
prose fiction than the seventeenth-century heroic romance, Johnson
fears that writers like Fielding and Smollett have neglected fiction's
moral aspect. Fiction readers, Johnson claims, are the "young, the
ignorant, and the idle." They need entertaining patterns of exemplary
behavior to shape their morals rather than misleading examples of a
vicious world.^ This is a function to which fiction is ideal suited,
according to Johnson, since
In narratives, where historical veracity has no place, I cannot
discover why there should not be exhibited the most perfect
idea of virtue; of virtue not angelical, nor above probability,
for what we cannot credit we shall never imitate, but the
highest and purest that humanity can reach,.. .Vice.. .should
always disgust; nor should the graces of gaiety, or the dignity

^Joseph Addison, The Spectator, 8 vols. (1747), 1: 239.
^ Samuel Johnson, "Rambler No 4" (1750), in The Works ofSamuel]ohnson,ed. W.J. Bate and
Albrecht B. Strauss (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1969), 3: 21

338

1650-1850
of courage, be so united with it, as to reconcile it to the mind.
Wherever it appears, it should raise hatred by the malignity of
its practices,and contempt by themeanness of its stratagems;
for while it is supported by either parts of spirit, it will be
seldom heartily abhorred.^'*

Johnson echoes Sidney's claim regarding the moral superiority of
fiction over history; like Sidney, he insists that the "the historian" is
"bound to things as things were" and cannot therefore produce "a
perfect pattern" (88). Since novels are fictions, however, they can and
should portray hirnian characters who are both believable and
exemplary.
Johnson's famous assumption that novel readers were the "young,
ignorant and idle" put a heavy burden on eighteenth-century novelists
anxious about the moral effect of their products. Richardson is no
exception, as his emphasis on the instructiveness of his epistolary
fictions suggests. Indeed, he acknowledges that he writes for two
separate audiences: the young readers, who need instruction in the
guise of entertainment; and the adult readers, like Richardson's
correspondents, who read for entertainment, for artistic innovation,
and for insights into human nature.
Richardson's preface to Clarissa attempts to show that the novel
addresses the needs of this dual audience. He first stresses the affective
power of his epistolary technique: "All the Letters are written while the
hearts of the writers must be supposed to be wholly engaged in their
subjects...So that they abound not only with critical Situations, but
with what may be called instantaneous Descriptions and Reflections
(proper to be brought home to the breast of the youthful Reader).
Readers can expect to be moved by the characters' letters, while
enjoying the suspense of not knowing what will happen next. Richard
son then lists some of the specific lessons readers will learn from
Clarissa:, youngwomen will learn not to enter into correspondence with
rakish young men, parents will learn not to abuse their natural
authority, and everyone will learn "[t]o investigate the highest and most
important Doctrines not only of Morality, but of Christianity, by

"Johnson, "Rambler Na4," 3: 24.
" Richardson, "Preface" to Clarissa, 1; xiv.
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shewing them thrown into action in the conduct of the worthy charac
ters; while the mwortty, who set those Doctrines at defiance, are
condignly, and, as may be said, consequentially, punished."^ This initial
preface generates the expectation that Clarissa will conform to the
conventions of poetic justice. Not surprisingly, when Richardson's
early, intimate circle of readers realized that his "Doctrines...of
Christianity" required Clarissa's death, a controversy ensued.
After emphasizing the moral seriousness of his fiction and
defining his readers' expectations, Richardson proceeds confidently to
exclude certain types of readers. Those who want only entertainment
should look elsewhere, since "considerate Readers will not enter upon
the perusal of the Piece before them, as if it were designed only to divert
and amuse." Clarissa is no "light Novel, or transitory Romano/'; those who
"look upon Story in it (interesting as that is generally allowed to be) as
its sole end, rather than as a vehicle to the Instruction" will be sorely
disappointed.^^ His emphasis on instruction, rather than on variety and
pleasure, differs significandy from Renaissance prefaces. Those
prefaces tended to privilege textual pleasures—they stressed thevariety,
the tonal complexity, and the linguistic ornamentation that the tales
afforded. TUthough Richardson promises a diverting tale, he dismisses
diversion itself as a secondary consideration, and assures his readers
that instruction is his primary goal in writing his novel.
Richardson attempts to reconcile the demand for the portrayal of
"life as it is" with moral instruction by presenting a Christianized
version of poetic justice. In his defense of Clarissa's death, Richardson
challenges conventional conceptions of what "poetic justice" entails.
Like Addison, Richardson considers the use of poetic justice in
contemporary tragedies improbable and morally ineffective. He quotes
Addison's Spectator'^o. 40 to remind his audience that ancient Greek
and modern EngUsh tragedies include effective plays in which the main
character ends unhappily. Clarissa does not die, however, to show that
even virtuous people have faults for which they must suffer; instead,
she dies in accordance with a Christian conception of poetic justice
based on a divine rather than a human definition of justice. As
Richardson sees it, when writers mete out rewards and punishments

' Richardson, "Preface" to Clarissa, 1; xv.
' Richardson, "Preface" to Clarissa,1: xv.
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according to their own—or their audience's—standards of merit, they
implicitly criticize God's ability and right to judge humanity;
What is the PoeticalJustice so much contended for by some, as
the generality of writers have managed it, but another sort of
dispensation than that with which God, by Revelation,
teaches us. He has thought fit to exercise mankind; whom
placing here only in a state of probation, he hath so intermin
gled good and evil, as to necessitate us to look forward for a
more equal dispensation of both?^
Richardson argues that poetic justice can be rendered probable if
human goodness is rewarded in Heaven, not on earth. Observation of
human nature and society shows that the good often suffer and the evil
prosper; however, a belief in a more fair judgment in the afterlife can
reconcile realistic representation to the idea of poetic justice.
In case this rationale disappoints readers, Richardson reminds
them that many of the characters do face justice on earth. Bad charac
ters, such as Lovelace, his accomplices Totnlinson and Mrs. Sinclair,
and Clarissa's sadistic siblings, suffer miserable marriages or horrible
deaths. Good characters, like Anna Howe and Clarissa's nurse, Mrs.
Norton, enjoy domestic happiness and financial security. Meanwhile,
Clarissa, "whose piety,.. .whose diffusive charity; whose steady virtue;
whose Christian humility; whose forgiving spirit; whose meekness and
resignation," help her make sense of what has befallen her, dies
peacefully and attains immortality as a moral exemplar.^' Richardson
thus uses Christian belief to justify his artistic choice.
Richardson's novels and prefaces do not only instruct about social
behavior, they also address the moral responsibility of artists. The
prefaces explicitly discuss this concern and Clarissds densely allusive
text reveals it implicitly. In her posthumous letter to Lovelace, Clarissa
warns her rapist that his "golden dream cannot long last."^° The line
evokes Sir Philip Sidney's famous definition of poetry's transformative
power in the Defense of Poesie: "Nature never set forth the earth in so

Richardson, "Postscript" to Clarissa, 8; 309.
^ Richardson, "Postscript" to Clarissa, 8: 319.
™ Richardson, "Postscript" to Clarissa, 8; 135
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rich a Tapestry as diverse poets have done... .her world is brazen, the
poets only deliver a golden" (78). Richardson's deliberate modification
of Sidney's phrase raises questions about the poet's responsibility to the
world that he inhabits. By alluding to Sidney's Defense, Richardson calls
attention to Lovelace's abuse of his creative talents and the conse
quences such abuse has for human relationships.^'
Indeed, Sidney clearly influenced Richardson's conception of
Lovelace as an artist or maker. As we have seen, Sidney's validation of
figurative language and his attribution of a moral purpose to invention
prefigure the French neoclassicists' definition and defense of vraisemblance in literature. But Sidney is also important to Clarissa generally and
to its characterization of Lovelace specifically as a defender of the
powers of poetic eloquence and invention. According to a famous
passage in his treatise, poetry is the only art not limited by nature, since
"the Poet disdaining to be tied to any such subjection, lifted up with
the vigor of his own invention, doth grow in effect another nature: in
making things better than nature bringeth foorth, or, quite a new,
formes such as never were in nature" (78). Sidney not only sees
invention as the faculty that makes poetry a superior art to other
human disciplines, but he also claims that invention makes the poet a
superior teacher of morality than either a philosopher or a historian.
Even in Sidney's lifetime, other critics and theorists proved less
enamored of poetic invention and eloquence. George Puttenham, for
example, charged that rhetorical figures could be abused "because they
passe the ordinary limits of common vtterance"; also, eloquence could
"deceiue the eare and.. .the minde." Puttenham defined the problem as
one of appropriate use. A writer or speaker had to take "a speciall
regard to all circumstances of the person, place, time, cause and
purpose he hath in hand, which being well obserued it easily auiodeth
all the recited inconuencies."^^ In the seventeenth century, the scientific
Richardson was evidendy familiar withSidney's works.On the influence ofSidney's Arcadia
upon Pamela, see for example Margeret Dalziel, "Richardson and Romance," Journal of the
Australasian Universities Language and Literature Association 33 (1970): 5-24; and Jacob Leed,
"Richardson's PamelaocaA Siisxefsf Journalof theAustralasian UniversitiesLanguage andUterature
Association 40 (1973): 240-45. T. C. Duncan-Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel note that Richardson
had printed a complete edidon of Sidney early in his career; see SamuelPdchardson:A Biogrcfihy
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 37.
George Puttenham, The Arte ofEnglish Poesie,ed. Edward Arbor (Kent: Kent State University
Press, 1970), 166-67.
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revolution lead to a more intense critique of eloquence; instead of
raising questions about appropriateness, thinkers like John Locke
attacked the inherent value of eloquence. Locke casts aspersion on the
same figurative language that Sidney celebrates: "But yet, if we would
speak of Things as they are, we must allow, that all the Art of Rhetorick, besides Order and Clearness, all the artificial and figurative
application of Words Eloquence hath invented, are for nothing else but
to insinuate wrong Ideas, move the Passions and thereby mislead the
judgment."^^ According to Locke, in any case, the poet does lie. As for
his unique faculty of invention, Locke breaks it down thus: invention
or fancy is no more than the quickness of memory to fetch dormant
ideas from the mind.
Although Locke's theory of language is not the only one that
informed the Enlightenment's discourse about language and the
dissemination of knowledge, it did eventually dominate eighteenthcentury thought. His theories about education and language in turn
influenced Richardson.^'* Combining Locke's suspicions about
figurative language and his own anxieties about the moral value of
fiction, Richardson creates an enlightenment counterargument to
Sidney's valorization of the poet in the character of Lovelace. If, as
Harold Bloom states, literary influence is an intertextual relationship
based on a misreading or misprision, then Richardson reads between
the lines of Sidney's Defense ofPoesie in order to depict what a morally
irresponsible poet (dramatist or novelist) could do to innocent
readers.^' Lovelace is Sidney's heroic poet gone bad. In his own words,
he is a "great Name-Father"; he creates a world of his own out of the
raw material of the empirical world around him. He gives respectable
names and histories to Mother Sinclair, the prostitutes Sally and Polly,
and his accomplice Captain Tomlinson. He passes two prostitutes off
as his noble cousins. Worse, he tries to rename Clarissa: when he first
takes her to Sinclair's house, he passes her off as his wife, a lie that
infuriates Clarissa. Lovelace pulls the same trick later at Hampstead
Heath, when he pretends to Miss Rawlins and Mrs. More that Clarissa
"John Locke, Essiff Concemingtiuman Understanding, ed. P. D. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1975), 508.
" See Richard KroU, The Material Word:Uterate Culture and the Restoration andEarfy Eighteenth
Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991).
" Harold Bloom, A Mef of Misreading (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975), 3.
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is his runaway bride. In forcing her to appear as his wife, Lovelace
erases Clarissa's attempts at self-definition in order to remake her into
his own image of her.
Lovelace relies on his inventive faculties to create a false world in
which to entrap Clarissa. He sets up her abduction from the family
garden, gives her apparent free choice in choosing the lodgings that he
desires in London, and stages a fake fire and illness to catch her off
guard. Furthermore, he incorporates her into this imaginary world
through forged letters. When he intercepts Anna Howe's letter listing
his vices, he sends her a false letter from Clarissa that further prevents
Anna from trying to locate her friend.^' Lovelace also forges letters
from Anna to Clarissa in order to enforce the separation between them.
A great falsifier, he takes on other characters' names and reimagines
them into his own plot.
Lovelace's fictionalizing includes his manipulation of other people
through their own physical behavior. The most disturbing example of
this occurs when Captain Tomlinson pretends to bring news of a
possible reconciliation with the Harlowes. As Tomlinson becomes
affected by Clarissa's situation, his body exhibits his emotional
ambivalence; he almost breaks into tears twice during his interview with
Clarissa. In order to control the meeting better, Lovelace directs
Tomlinson's conversation through physical cues, as if he were a trained
animal:
As thus—a wink of the left eye was to signify. Push that point
certain. A wink of the right, and a nod, was to indicate
approbation of what he had said. My forefinger held up, and
biting my lip. Get off that asfast as possible?^
In controlling other characters and shaping their actions and language
to suit his "plots," Lovelace behaves like a poet or novelist who takes
inspiration from materials in nature and shapes them "a new," as
Sidney puts it, to create a heightened mimesis of reality.
As we saw, Sidney defines the poet in terms of this type of
invention: "it is that feigning notable images of virtues, vices, or what

Richardson, Clarissa, 5:47-48.
Richardson, Clarissa, 5:208-09.
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else, with that delightful teaching, which must be the tight describing
note to know a Poet by" (81, my emphasis). While Lovelace feigns
images of virtue and vice, he does not, of course, aim to instruct.
Rather, he generates poetic fictions to manipulate people for his own
pleasure. Any instruction that occurs is incidental; if mothers warn
young women not to trust men, Lovelace is only too happy to provide
a concrete example. The most significant and painful lesson that he
inflicts is Clarissa's realixation that she has been a naive reader of
human motives and actions. While Lovelace possesses the inventive
genius of Sidney's poet, he uses this talent strictly for selfish ends. His
characterization is a comment on, or misreading of, the too-eager
emphasis on textual pleasures in the Renaissance critics that Richardson
invokes.
Lovelace's flagrant dishonesty constitutes Richardson's greatest
perversion of Sidney's ideal poet. Sidney defends poets against the
charge of being liars by stating that the poet "nothing affirms, and
therefore, never heth" (102). The poet creates a pleasing, persuasive
illusion but does not claim to base it in empirical reality; the poet labors
not "to tell you what is or is not, but what should or should be" (102).
In contrast, Lovelace creates a pattern of lies that are intended
specifically to delude Clarissa; he affirms constantly to her that he is
telling the truth and goes to great pains to make his deceptions as
realistic as possible. His letters to Belford reveal his awareness of his
Ues, but his main "reader"—Clarissa—^is supposed to take his decep
tions as reality.
In her last letter to Lovelace, Clarissa's paraphrase of Sidney's
"golden world" metaphor reveals that she has seen through Lovelace's
machinations. She no longer is entrapped by him, but instead sees him
caught in his own delusional fantasy of omnipotence. Clarissa also
realizes that Lovelace's power relies on his objectification of others:"A
hardened sensibility is the only foundation on which your inward
tranquility is built.In much the same way, Richardson defines the
greatest artistic sin as the production of work that disregards its moral
effects on its audience. Throughout his correspondence and revisions
of his novels, Richardson continually emphasizes the morality of his

" Richardson, Clarissa, 8:126.
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works, as if to exorcise the spirit of textual jouissance that Lovelace
embodies.
Why did Richardson insist on his fiction's originality and innova
tion when his texts reveal his familiarity with Renaissance and neoclas
sical narrative theory? Furthermore, how did he convince his readers
that what his narrative projects were unprecedented? Part of his success
lay in emphasixing his difference from other writers. As we have seen
earlier, Richardson claims that his fictions are different from others
because they put moral instruction above entertainment. For example,
in the "Concluding Note" to Sir Charles Grandison, Richardson takes on
current rivals such as Smollett and Fielding in defense of his moral
purpose and characterization: "It has been said in behalf of many
modern fictitious pieces, in which authors have given success (and
happiness, as it is called) to their heroes of vicious, if not profligate,
characters, that they have exhibited Human Nature as it is." To
Richardson, the portrayal of life "as it is" only leads to further
corruption, since readers see this behavior rewarded in real Mfe and in
fiction. His fiction, on the other hand, depicts imitable virtue:
The God of Nature intended not Human Nature for a vile
and contemptible thing: And many are the instances, in every
age of those whom He enables, amidst all the frailties of
mortality, to do it honour. Still the best performances of
human creatures will be imperfect; but, such as they are, it is
surely both delightful and instructive to dwell sometimes on
the bright side of things; To shew, by a series of facts in
common life, what a degree of excellence may be attained
and preserved atnidst all the infection of fashionable vice and
folly.''
Richardson claims his optimism about human nature is not without
grounding in fact. Without expKcitiy citing previous authorities, he uses
the French neoclassical concept of vraisemblance as a counterargument
to his rivals' claims of realism.
As Richardson grew older and more concerned about the
pernicious influence of fiction writers such as Henry Fielding, he
Richardson, StT Charles Grant&son, 1: 466.
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emphasized his novels' moral lessons in later revisions and even
produced a collection of quotations related to moral and ethical issues
in the Collection of the Moral and Instructive...in the Histories ^Pamela,
Clarissa, andSii Charles Grandison (1755). These rigidly didactic texts
have caused some contemporary critics tolabel Richardson as a limited,
and rather unattractive, theorist of fiction.'"' But Richardson's prefaces
exist to allay anxiety about the moral value of novels, so that a
discrepancy exists between the prefaces' claims and the novels'
contents. His epistolary fictions, especially Clarissa and Sir Charles
Grandison, concern human beings' interpretation of reality through their
limited perceptions.Thus, his novels not only instruct readers in proper
behavior but also in the construction of meaning itself" Their
epistolary structure emphasizes individual subjectivity. The novels
celebrate the creation and examination of individual consciousness.
These are all ideas that are potentially revolutionary; famously, readers
like Rousseau and Diderot recognized this aspect of Richardson's
fiction. Richardson's prefaces exist in part to contain the subversive
aspect of his contributions and assuage the concerns of parents and
guardians about fiction's moral values. Even more than Daniel Defoe's
prefaces, Richardson's were written to be superseded by the main text.
But, as Jacques Derrida notes, "this subtraction leaves a mark of
erasure, a remainder which is added to the subsequent text and which
cannot be completely summed up within it.'"*^ The moral issues that the
prefaces discuss are one way of interpreting the novels. But they are not
the only way, as recent studies have shown."*^

•""Joseph Bartolomeo argues that Richardson's desire'to maintain a "univocal authority"over
his texts occasioned his failure to reconcile his artistic and moral goals; see A Netv Species of
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and flexible theoretician of fiction.
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Richardson's prefaces prepare readers not only to expect a moral
fiction, but an innovative one. Although he relied on concepts that his
English and continental predecessors generated, Richardson wished to
distinguish himself from them, especially those writers of French
seventeenth-century fiction. Significantly, we fmd in his prefaces early
evidence of a shift in the definition of key terms like "probability." To
Richardson, "probability" was not just a matter of setting and physical
appearance, but also of emotion and thought process. It is not a
coincidence that this transformation occurs in Richardson's prefaces,
and that literary historians have called him one of the originators of the
English novel.

